Although group foragers have the potential to enhance their patch choice decisions by observing the sampling behaviour of competitors (i.e. using 'public information'), empirical support for such an ability is sparse and conflicting. We examined whether wild blackbirds, Turdus merula, were more likely to choose the richer (20-fold) of two seminatural food patches if they had seen other blackbirds (demonstrators) feeding in them beforehand. There was no evidence that birds having such preharvest public information preferentially selected the richer patch, even if their choice was not limited by the continuing presence of dominant demonstrators. Nor did patch selectors favour the patch occupied by a demonstrator (or just vacated by one) despite an above-average probability that these patches were the richer. Instead, our birds often showed preferences for one or other of the otherwise identical patch locations, were more likely to select the rich patch if it had not changed location since their last visit, and avoided dominant conspecifics. We conclude that preharvest public information has little or no influence on blackbird patch choice decisions.
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Preharvest foraging information encompasses several measures by which animals can estimate food patch quality prior to feeding, and make informed choices between alternative food patches (Valone 1991 (Valone , 1992 Valone & Giraldeau 1993) . Potential sources of preharvest information include visual, auditory or olfactory clues from prey (e.g. Valone & Brown 1989) , previous memory of foraging in particular patches or types of patch (Valone 1991), or environmental clues that indicate patch quality (Mitchell 1989) . After selecting a feeding patch, two other types of information may become available. First, the forager's prey captures or prey capture rate provides direct personal evidence of patch quality or 'patch-sample' information (Valone 1991 (Valone , 1992 . Second, if the forager joins other feeding animals, it may be able to use their capture rates ('public' information, Valone 1989) to help assess patch quality. Theoretically, preharvest information can be combined with patch sample and public information to give an animal a more precise estimate of patch quality (Clark & Mangel 1984 , 1986 ) and this has now been confirmed empirically (Valone 1989; Valone & Giraldeau 1993) . If these additional sources of information indicate the patch is less rewarding than expected, or becomes depleted, the animal may decide to leave the patch and forage elsewhere.
As yet, the collection and use of public foraging information has received scant empirical attention despite its potential to inform and enhance foragers' patch choice decisions (Clark & Mangel 1984 , 1986 ). In addition, results have been mixed. Valone & Giraldeau (1993) found no evidence that pairs of caged budgerigars, Melopsittacus undulatus, used public information to estimate the quality of artificial food patches, but a similar experiment with wild starlings, Sturnus vulgaris (Templeton & Giraldeau 1995a) gave the opposite result, although public information was used only when easily available. Further aviary studies have confirmed the role of public information in scrounging decisions and patch assessment in starlings (Krebs & Inman 1992; Templeton & Giraldeau 1995b , 1996 , and have shown that birds can be fooled by misinformation, informed by negative feeding information (i.e. leaving empty patches earlier), and ignore public information if collection compromises their own foraging activities. Finally, red crossbills, Loxia curvirostra, may be able to recognize lack of foraging success in others to help them avoid and leave poor patches, Correspondence: W. Cresswell, Edward Grey Institute, Zoology Department, Oxford University, South Parks Road, Oxford OX1 3PS, U.K. (email: will.cresswell@zoology.oxford.ac.uk 
